Impairment of long-term potentiation and learning following chronic lead exposure.
Chronic lead exposure during brain development is known to affect functions of the central nervous system. We exposed rats chronically to low levels of lead at different developmental stages in order to determine the most sensitive periods of exposure. Active avoidance learning and hippocampal long-term potentiation were tested in the same animals. If the exposure period comprised the prenatal and the early postnatal phase and was continued into adulthood, learning as well as long-term potentiation were impaired. Starting the exposure not before 16 days postnatally, however, neither affected learning nor hippocampal potentiation. These results reflect the higher vulnerability of the immature as compared to the mature hippocampus to lead-induced functional deficits.